CHAPTER III
MAGIC VOYAGE UP NORTH
invited by one of the oldest native-born residents to
accompany* him on a trip to the extreme north of the island
to visit a "chrome concession, I was quick to accept. Petrol
rationing had been introduced a few weeks before our trip
was to commence, but M. Sautot, the Governor of the Colony,
graciously granted my host an extra ration of petrol for our
500-mile inland journey. M. Calimbre, my guide, chauffeur
and mentor during the trip, was born on the He des Pins,
south of New Caledonia. His father was a purveyor of
provisions to the settlement of political deportees established
on lie des Pins, after the 1871 Paris Commune revolution,
and except for a few years' business training in Sydney, M.
Calimbre had spent all his life in the colony.
We left Noumea at 5 o'clock one morning, with a cool
fragrant night breeze blowing in our faces. Already carts
laden, with produce from the Javanese market gardens were
rumbling along the road, towards the open-air market place.
Now and again a sleepy-eyed Javanese or Tonkinese woman
would come into the glare of the car lights, sauntering along,
string bags in hand, to get the pick of the morning's produce.
On our right, the first light of day revealed lofty
mountains like immense buildings built by a crazy architect,
with solid walls twisting into knife-like ridges which tilted
down towards the plains splitting up into scrub-covered hips
and gables. At first glance they seemed forbidding—all hard
and keen-edged lines—but as the light grew more intense,
valleys and dimpled hollows were filled with greyish mauve
shadows, and their contours were softened with ragged
streaks of white mist flung untidily across the mountain face.
For the whole 250 miles of our northward drive, we had to
the east of us this central spine of mountains—the Chaine
Centrale—running parallel to. and towering up to 5,000 feet
above the road.
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